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In this collection of articles, women academics, legal practitioners, historians and archivists present and assess the varied lives of a diverse group of women united by one cause: the desire to join the legal profession.  Some succeeded and some did not.  Some reached the heights of the legal profession.  Others struggled but persevered.  Some, although they turned to other professions: academia, local government, medicine and business, always considered themselves lawyers.   
	This issue commemorates the centenary of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919, enacted on the 23rd of December 1919.  This Act finally allowed women to enter the legal profession, something denied to them because of their sex, although a more careful examination reveals that the more truthful reason for women’s exclusion was a fear of competition.  The centenary of this Act provides us with an opportunity to stand back, take stock, and see what progress has been made since women were first permitted to become lawyers.  
	Regrettably, prejudice, sex discrimination and the ‘glass ceiling’ still exist today. Most recent Law Society figures show that in 2017/18 18,850 UK law students applied to study law, 12,970 were female and 5,880 were male. At the end of 2017 62.3% of trainees were women and 37.7% male, these are not recent trends and are worrying given that at the end of the same data set male partners outnumbered women by 2:1.  These numbers are replicated at the Bar.  Bar Standards Board numbers for 2018 show that in 2018: 6,158 women were barristers compared to 10,348 men, but for QCs (the most senior advocates) in the same year just 275 were women compared to 1,412 men.  It is our view that without a careful examination of history this lack of progress cannot be properly understood or resolved.
	Twelve women were called to the Bar in 1922, the first moment of entry possible following the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919.  Until recently this moment of women’s legal history has been largely ignored and forgotten, something demonstrated by the relatively small amount of literature available on early women lawyers. This issue redresses the balance and attempts to bring these women back into historical consciousness.  We “recover lost lives”​[3]​ and attempt to make legal biography more inclusive.  
	This issue features five of those women: Ethel Bright Ashford, Sybil Campbell, Auvergne Doherty, Helena Normanton and Ivy Williams, as well as three others who were called to the Bar shortly afterwards: Letitia Fairfield, Chrystal Macmillan and Cornelia Sorabji.  In focusing on the Bar, and paying attention to early women lawyers of England (with the exceptions of Scotland, Western Australia and India) we acknowledge that this issue is not complete – but neither does it purport to be.  Nonetheless, the range and depth of experiences seen here provide a strong foundation for studies of this aspect of women’s legal history.  Their stories demonstrate the need for continued exploration of the relationships between gender and legal professionalism, not only now but from earlier times.  Sexism and the legal profession are not new bedfellows.  
	The authors consider how the experiences of these women featured here not only serve to (re)define ideas about feminist role models but also help us to assess their impact and relevance for contemporary legal culture and practice(s).   These women provide us with role models.  However, we should not expect those women to be perfect or necessarily to provide us with straightforward role models. We should not sentimentalise them or seek to ‘reverse-engineer’ their lives to fit a predetermined narrative: biographical subjects do not necessarily live their lives in order to be role models for future women.  These women were simply humans, doing the best she could. 
	This collection of biographies can be seen as a form of collective biography which, whilst shining a spotlight on individual women, also highlights their networks and connections.  In this issue, the varied lives of these women intersect in different ways.  Some met in the context of suffrage activities, others through feminist organisation such as the Federation of University Women.  Some were part of the same university cohort, or were colleagues at the Bar.   Some were friends.  Some were professional rivals.   Some disagreed on matters of principle while others thought alike.  
	There are also a number of themes and commonalities which emerge from the stories of these women’s lives.  Although a few of the women featured here belonged to the upper echelons of British society and had legal forebears, such as Williams and Campbell, the majority were outsiders, by class or, in the case of Sorabji, race. Their fathers were not lawyers, but entrepreneurs, piano makers, tea merchants and salesmen.  But as women, they were all outsiders in the eyes of the law and the legal profession.  And once permitted to enter the fold of the profession, their sex differences, although erased on paper, did not fade away.  Several faced male opposition during their legal careers, either explicitly in the case of Sybil Campbell and Cornelia Sorabji, or were subject to whispering campaigns as was Helena Normanton.  Few were able to maintain an entirely legal career, and either supplemented their legal practice with other work, such as Ethel Bright Ashford and Chrystal Macmillan or had to forsake it entirely, as Auvergne Doherty and Ivy Williams did.  The majority of these women had strong known political views or principles which drove them to the law as a career, even if they did not subsequently practice.  Some were also attracted to the law for its security and financial rewards.   Only Helena Normanton and Margaret Strang Howie Hall married, and only the latter had children.  We can but speculate why.  
	By focusing on individual women within a collection of essays we add their texture to their lives and their interactions.  Rather than essentialise them this enables us to understand the social and political processes that shaped them and through which they lived.  They are not caricaturised or simplified as ‘great’ individual women, but connected individuals.  In her “Afterword” to this collection, Pat Thane places the experiences of these women in the wider historical context of women’s entry to the professions generally.  These women were not lone agents of change but part of an existing movement challenging the male exclusivity of the public sphere.
	Prior to the passage of this Act, several women had attempted to force the legal profession to admit them as members.  Perhaps the best known of these events is the case of Miss Bebb, the first woman to pass the Oxford law examinations with a first class degree, who sued the Law Society in 1914 for refusing to allow her to sit the preliminary examination for solicitors.​[4]​  But this was not the first effort of its kind.  Alison Lindsay opens this issue with the case of Margaret Howie Strang Hall, who in 1900 unsuccessfully petitioned the Court of Session for permission to sit the Scottish Society of Law Agents’ examination so that she might become a lawyer.  While it might seem unusual or perhaps unduly pessimistic to feature the efforts of women who were not able to become lawyers in a volume dedicated to the achievements of those who were, it is important to acknowledge the work of those who paved the way for their eventual success.  Next, Mari Taganayaki dissects the complicated parliamentary passage of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919, which permitted women to become lawyers. This was a law with multiple predecessors and varied underlying motivations.  Why did Parliament finally change the law?  Was it an instance of noble principle, a ‘reward’ for the war effort or economic necessity?  




This issue is entitled Challenging Women.  What exactly is meant by this?  Who was challenged?  And by whom?  The authors of the pieces comprising this special issue of the Women’s History Review tackle the question of “challenging women” in different ways.  The first perspective, considers how these women challenged the profession they were now permitted to train for and enter.   
 	The first women to qualify as lawyers were pioneers, who often achieved professional status in the face of opposition, obstruction, and outright hostility.  However, as this collection demonstrates, stories of these early generations of women lawyers require more nuanced and critical assessments to identify the range of challenges they faced and the kinds of choices they made — if they had choices at all.   Analysis of their backgrounds reveals that only Williams and Campbell came from legal families.  What was it that drove these women to enter a profession where not only they themselves were outsiders (as women) but so were their fathers, uncles and brothers? For the most part, these women were cutting a path through foreign territory unguided and unprepared by family knowledge and connections.  Once called to the Bar, a number of these early lawyers chose not to, or were unable to, pursue their legal ambitions.  One of these women was Western Australian Auvergne Doherty.  Charlotte Coleman examines the twists and turns of Doherty’s life, who was forced by her parents’ deaths and family poverty to return to Australia shortly after her Call and run the family cattle business with her sister.  Another was Letitia Fairfield.  Already qualified as doctor before becoming a lawyer, Alana Harris demonstrates how she used her legal training in her role as the London County Council Chief Medical Officer. 
 	Of those who continued as lawyers, several experienced on-going resistance within the profession; most notably, these challenges appear to have be borne by those such as Normanton and Campbell who were at the forefront of women’s public legal professional achievements:  Normanton, joint first woman King’s Counsel; Sorabji, pleader and legal adviser to India’s purdahnashin (women subject to purdah, a system of religious and/or social seclusion); and Campbell, the first full-time woman judge. Ros Wright exposes the contrast between the public and professional reaction to Sybil Campbell’s judicial appointment and career with her work to advance women’s careers and her support for refugees.  Some were unable to be fully accepted and integrated into the legal profession, requiring them, as Mary Jane Mossman observes in her examination of the life and work of Cornelia Sorabji, to create novel spaces in which they could practice law within the limitations of the prevailing times and culture.  The extent of their individual achievements (described by Sanger in 1994 as just 'piecemeal progress and circumscribed success'​[5]​) reveal the complexity of their lives as legal professionals. 
 	The second perspective examines the challenging aspects of these women’s lives and actions.  Because their courage and determination helped to open the legal professions to future generations of women, it is tempting to claim them as feminist heroines or role models for women lawyers today.   But closer scrutiny reveals that idols sometimes have feet of clay – at least by modern standards.  Caroline Derry asks whether one can or should write sympathetically about Ethel Bright Ashford, a pioneering woman lawyer, legal author and local councillor who also happened to be a woman who toured Germany in 1939 with the British Union of Fascists? Helena Normanton, notes Judith Bourne, is often presented as the pioneering face of women at the Bar.  Yet she was not always an appealing character: her demand to be remembered as the sole pioneer of the movement to open the legal profession to women, her defiance of the Bar’s etiquette, and her reported conduct in court.  How do we reconcile these women’s trailblazing challenge to the male exclusivity of the Bar with the difficulties their behaviour presents to us.  
 	The third perspective concerns the challenges of writing the biographies of these women.  The already-noted conflict of historic facts and contemporary expectations provides a challenge for the biographer seeking to appraise the subject’s life and work with honesty and objectivity.  Another challenge is that of saying something fresh and different about these early women lawyers.  It might be thought that because of their position on the threshold of an historic moment for the law and the legal profession, that these women would have been memorialised to an extent that this issue would struggle to plough new ground.  But although many of these women have been studied, and remembered in particularly tangible ways: Normanton Chambers in London, the Sybil Campbell library at the University of Winchester, and the Chrystal Macmillan building at the University of Edinburgh, for example, they have not always been remembered for their work in law.  Helen Kay and Rose Pipes, in their study of Chrystal Macmillan, add to our understanding of Macmillan’s work by considering her as a lawyer and her contribution to law reform — expanding our horizons beyond the traditional presentation of Macmillan as an international activist and lobbyist.  Other challenges exist in the form of a dearth of information: as Caroline Morris queries in relation to Ivy Williams, how can a life story be written when, despite her numerous achievements, Williams herself wrote no memoir, left no private papers, had no descendants, and lived a quiet and modest life?  Purvis writes eloquently that there are always concerns about the complexities of interpreting written, oral and visual sources, as well as the way a biographer relates to their sources.​[6]​ She says that for some the writing of biography is a fiction, which bears little resemblance to the lived experience of the subject.  Purvis argues that this is an historical moment and does not invalidate biography.  In fact, she goes on that the study of a particular life can illuminate historical situations as well as our understanding of the person studied.  

Conclusion
This issue presents for the first time a detailed study of a select group of women’s entry to the legal profession and their subsequent experiences.   It furthers our understanding of the women’s movement during this period, the role of women in the opening of the Bar to women, the experiences of those early women barristers, their impact and the inter-war attitudes towards women and the feminist movement.  Feminist biography expands knowledge about women’s lives and alters the framework within which we interpret historical experience.       	
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